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We live in a culture centred on acquisition, material accumulation and 
consumption. Our mass media constantly remind us of our supposed need to 
purchase this and that, even by getting ourselves into debts. The media also 
keep reminding us of the rising petrol prices, and our concerns about rising 
consumer prices caused by increasing transportation and manufacturing costs 
play right into the geopolitical games bent on dominating oil-producing nations 
such as Iraq and Venezuela. 

A few days ago, Pat Robertson, who acts as if he is the unofficial 
spokesperson for all Christians, decided that in order to stabilise the petroleum 
prices and secure American interest assassination (or whatever the phrase 
'taking him down' means) is a cost-effective approach. 

Robertson has apparently embarrassed the whole evangelical community 
as well as the White House, both of whom immediately denounced him and 
tried to keep the U.S. -Venezuela relations from deteriorating. 

Whether the White House thinks assassination of Hugo Chavez is 
appropriate or not, it has openly advocated an invasion and occupation of Iraq 
for the last three years, ever since its failed attempt at capturing Osama bin 
Laden and 'democratising' Afghanistan. 

All this has been packaged in the Christian flavour, with a red, white and 
blue packaging. When I was a teenager, I admired Americans for being patriotic 
and Christian, integrating their faith and civic life for the glory of Christ. I used 
to absolutely admire Chuck Colson, John Hagee, Pat Robertson and Jerry Falwell 
for being bold and courageous for their faith in Jesus. Now I know how wrong I 
was. 

Throughout history of Christianity, those who are in power have 
repeatedly exploited the Christian symbolism and mythology to serve their greed 
for power, money and control. Often their motto was 'for God and country' 

Was this how Jesus operated? Or, as we used to say in the 1990s, "What 
would Jesus do?" 

In today's lectionary portions, we encounter a seemingly enigmatic 
statement. Unless we understand what it really is, it almost reads like a zen 
koan. 

"For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose 
their life for my sake will find it. For what will it profit them if they gain the 
whole world but forfeit their life? Or what will they give in return for their life?" 
(Matthew 16:25,26.) 

"Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. . .Do not be 
overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good." (Romans 12:14,21.) 

These two statements, one by Jesus himself, the other by Paul, both talk 
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about losing yourself in order to gain something of significance. Does this sound 
too counter-cultural, far off the wall? 

Not really. Let us consider two very common examples in our lives. In 
agriculture farmers set aside a certain percentage of their harvest each year 
and 'losing' it back to the ground, instead of making it available for immediate 
consumption. In finances, one 'loses' parts of her pay cheque to her retirement 
account, investment portfolio and savings account. Until the funds mature, her 
money is just about being lost. 

Yet, in today's gospel reading there is more than this kind of 'giving up' 
in operation. I guess the difference between investments and 'losing their life 
for the sake of Christ' is that there is a very different expectation and motive. In 
investing or sowing, we all expect and be motivated by potential future gains, 
and we take a risk only if there is a guarantee of some sort. In other word, we 
do not just throw away our money to anything but only to reputable financial 
institutions, well-established and successful companies and fertile lands. What 
Jesus meant by 'losing,' however, is our willingness to forfeit, give away and 
relinquish all because we believe that the cause we give ourselves for is greater 
and more important than our own lives. In such giving, we do not expect returns 
or attach 'strings' to get something out of it. This is an entirely selfless act. 

In the sixteenth chapter of Matthew's gospel, we see a contrast between 
two values: one between the 'common sense' value of the prevailing culture and 
that of Christ. This passage begins with Jesus' declaration that he would willingly 
go to Jerusalem and be tortured, tried and executed. Knowing that his days were 
counted, he decided to make a conscious choice to suffer and die even though 
at the point of him saying this it was possible for Jesus to simply escape out of 
the country and go into hiding. But he did not take that as an option. Peter, one 
of the closest disciples and friends of Jesus, on the other hand, was genuinely 
motivated by his desire to protect his master and ensure the continuation of their 
organisation. This was far from being 'satanic' or unreasonable. In fact, given the 
same choices most of us will act the same way as Peter. 

Yet, Jesus sharply denounced Peter as being a 'stumbling block' and 
'setting [his] mind not on divine things but on human things.' (v. 23) 

Again, the real question is what is on our minds - what does motivate our 
minds into speech and action? 

To live a life on the divine path requires more than our desiring for 
winning, acquiring, defending, conquering and gaining. In fact, Peter's epistle 
presents a very different path for us. It is a path of 'genuine love,' or as Dr. 
Eugene Peterson translates in The Message, "Love from the centre of who you 
are... discover [ing] beauty in everyone." (Romans 12:9, The Message). 

Peter goes on to say, "Love one another with mutual affection; outdo one 
another in showing honour. Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve the 
Lord. Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer. Contribute to 
the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers. Bless those who persecute 
you; bless and do not curse them. Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those 
who weep. Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate 
with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. Do not repay anyone evil 
for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all. If it is possible, so far 
as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. Beloved, never avenge yourselves, 
but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written, "Vengeance is mine, I will 
repay, says the Lord." No, "if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if they are 
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thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning 
coals on their heads." Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 
(Romans 12:10-21, RSV.) 

These teachings do not sound popular in this day and age, particularly 
in the White House, but also in our prevailing mass culture. We like getting 
even. We like power lunch with a power broker than associating with the 
lowly. We feel vindicated when Arab foreign students are deported, when Iraqi 
soldiers are tortured and humiliated in Abu Ghraib, when Afghan rebels rot in 
Guantanamo without even an access to a lawyer, when we support an economic 
embargo against an impoverished nation ruled by a brutal dictator no one has 
elected, when we allow politicians to pass laws to prohibit people from giving 
humanitarian aid to our 'enemies' such as suspected 'terrorists,' Muslim nations, 
North Koreans and Mexican migrant workers. We tend to make an excuse like, 
"well, we have to take care of our own. . ." and ignore the houseless people on 
the street and woods. We even have an audacity to go on with this, sounding 
something like, "but, but, they are just bums - y'know, drug addicts and winoes 
and mental cases. . .they don't need our help; they are burden to our society and 
they make our city less safer and more hostile to businesses." So we stop seeing 
them all as fellow humans made in God's own image and go on with our lives 
full of acquisition, consumption and greed. We keep telling our own minds 
these half-truths and lies about ourselves, the others and the world until those 
lies become an integral part of our minds. All conflicts, wars and hatred begin 
with what people say to their own minds, then those words form visual mental 
images that would then eventually materialise into physical realm as conflicts 
and struggles. Hence the keys to peace, prosperity and justice lay in the centre of 
who we are at the seat of our souls. God's way - the only way - to achieve real 
prosperity, the kind of life Jesus referred to as 'abundant,' comes by not being 
overcome by evil, but overcoming evil with good. Here is the mighty solution 
for our economic problems, crimes, wars, hunger, homelessness and any other 
number of social problems, and that starts with us right here, right now, from 
the centre of our souls. 

Let us love from the centre of who we are. Then we have no need for 
hatred, greed or any other products of our ego. Set our minds on divine things 
- and watch what we think and say. Our words are powerful. In this week's 
lectionary passage, Jeremiah the prophet sums it up succinctly: If you utter what 
is precious, and not what is worthless, you shall serve as my mouth. (Jeremiah 
15:19.) And you know God's mouth creates all things. 



The archive of past lectionary sermons is online at 
http://a.domainDLX.com/stbrigidcac/ 
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